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Ole Bruun and Arne Kalland, eds. Asian Perceptions of Nature.
Nordic Proceedings in Asian Studies No. 3. Copenhagen, 1992.
This volume contains a series of papers delivered at a 1991
conference in Copenhagen on the theme of Asian perceptions of
Nature. I will give a brief synopsis of each paper and then a few
words about the direction that research in this area seems to be
going. In general, while this conference illustrates the everincreasing concern of scholars in history and anthropology for
environmental studies, most of the actual papers are of limited use
for readers seeking a general account of the state of the field. This
is not to say that there is not much that is thought-provoking;
these insights are tucked away inside a great amount of material
that, while interesting, can only be of use to specialists in the specific concerns of the papers. I have somewhat changed the order
of papers in my discussion.
II. P. Boomgaard, "Sacred Trees and Haunted Forests- Indonesia,
Particularly Java, 19th and 20th Centuries," 39-54.
Boomgaard's paper is the most significant of what I would
categorize as anthropological studies. Boomgaard considers
Java, studying the mytho-cultural significance of forests. Like
many of the papers in this volume, Boomgaard suggests that a
major reason for increased strain on the environment during the
19th and 20th centuries is population growth. While the mythic
and religious traditions of Java speak of conservation of forests,
these beliefs did not protect the forests during this period. Rather,
the beliefs died out along with the forests. Boomgaard suggests
that the history of exploitation of forests predates Dutch influence; European expansion merely increased the rate of forest loss.
VII. D. Tayanin, "Environment and Nature Change in Northern
Laos," 131-47
I discuss D. Tayanin's paper next because it seems to form a
useful foil to Boomgaard's study. The author is a Kalam from
Northern Laos, a region only recently brought under "western
influence." Tayanin also discusses the protection of forests by
spirits and argues that the native religion protected the forest. He
submits that these beliefs are now being disregarded as the
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region's population grows, and suggests that a return to traditional religion will improve the health of the region.
VI. B. G. Sperber, "Nature in the Kalasha Perception of Life and
Ecological Problems," 110-30
Sperber's paper is an anthropological study. Once again we
get a series of myths which support the notion that the natives of
Kalasha in Pakistan set up customs within their religious system
which protect their environment. Sperber's major insight here
seems to be in the dichotomization of all nature into pure and
impure categories. The region is under pressure from other inhabitants and Pakistani promoted tourism; the Kalasha, according to
Sperber, are losing nature as a point of reference for their culture.
I. J. Kathirithamby-Wells, "Socio-political Structures and the
Southeast Asian Ecosystem—An Historical Perspective up to the
Mid-nineteenth Century," 18-38
Kathirithamby-Wells' paper covers wider territory than the
preceding studies of specific regions and peoples. She suggests
that resource exploitation in Southeast Asia was religiously contained in the period before European expansion. She identifies
the key factor in the subsequent deforestation of the region to a
native demand for European arms. In order to pay for these arms,
natives greatly increased the exploitation of the forests.
V. A. J. Knudsen, "Nature Conservation in Northern Pakistan —
Case Studies from Hunza with Special Reference to the
Khunjerab National Park," 92-109.
Hunza is a mountain valley in Northern Pakistan. It contains
some spectacular scenery, and Pakistan is very interested in
increasing tourism there. Knudsen found that the last few decades
of unrest in the Pakistani government have had decidedly adverse
effects on the conservation of this territory. The successes that
have been had in some areas he attributes to local control. He
suggests that local administration of natural resources will prove
far more effective than national in troubled areas of the world.
III. K. Sandell, "Nature as the Virgin Forest — Farmers'
Perspectives on Water, Nutrients, and Sustainability in Lowhttps://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol40/iss40/14
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resource Agriculture in the Dry Zone of Sri Lanka," 54-75.
Sandell's is the first of two interesting papers on Sri Lanka.
His is a study of the perceptions of farmers on the "Green
Revolution" of the last few decades. Based on interviews he has
reached several conclusions. The health of nature was thought to
mirror the health of the community; bad behavior would result in
a decrease in precipitation. Farmers generally considered the old
farming techniques to be more "sustainable" when they were told
of this concept, yet continued to use new techniques because they
produced quick and easy profit. Profit and increase are extremely
important in conditions of expanding population. One other interesting suggestion is that ritual is symbiotic. Sandell suggests that
rituals take place in years of plenty because there is more food
available; the association with the plenty reinforces belief in their
efficacy. Bad years only produce rituals of poor quality because
of the lack of sufficient resources.
IV. J. 0stergard Anderson, "Sinhalese Buddhist Cosmology and
Nature," 75-92
Buddhists are often credited with a greater sympathy for
nature than members of most religions. Anderson does not consider the validity of this suggestion but analyzes the Sinhalese
religious view of nature. In Buddhism nature is transitory, just
like human life, but it is also subject to the law of karma. Nature
is not divine or a product of divinity because of this. Human life
is an analogous process to nature, even as animal suffering is like
human suffering.
VIII. P. Pedersen, "The Study of Perception of Nature —
Towards a Sociology of Knowledge about Nature," 148-58
Pedersen argues that the European approach to nature has
fundamentally different characteristics from all others. He suggests that most understandings of nature are contextual, that is,
they interpret specific natural phenomena in specific contexts.
The European approach is transcontextual because it applies
understandings of natural processes derived from one phenomenon to another, i.e., it sets up general laws and categories for natural phenomena outside of the specific contexts in which individual phenomena occur. The author also suggests that European
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thought laid a groundwork for ecology by recognizing the limitations of individual species within these contexts and by placing
them within the system of evolutionary thought. Pedersen claims
that the current ecological movement, as espoused by five of the
world's religions in the Assisi Declarations, is ideological rather
than cultural and represents those religions' reinterpretations of
their writings on nature as taking place within the context of preexisting ideology.
IX. A. Hjort af Ornas and U. Svedin, "Earth-Man-Heaven —
Cultural Variations in Concepts of Nature," 159-75
This paper is a comparative study of the concepts of nature in
several different cultures. The authors suggest that the use of
mutually exclusive categories as an analytic tool is peculiar to
Western thought; in Asian thought dichotomies are reconciled as
unities, such as the yin-yang. They also suggest that the similar
ideologies of all of these cultures with regard to the protection of
nature are not reflected in their actions. There is no strong causal
connection between ideology and action in their view, only a
somewhat weak linkage.
X. R. Anrup, "A Cultural Story of Nature or a Natural Story of
Culture? A Reading of Claude Levi-Strauss," 176-94.
Anrup's paper is based on the work of Claude Levi-Strauss.
Using Levi-Strauss' discussions of mythology as a wide-ranging,
coherent system, Anrup suggests that myths on nature and culture
fit this pattern.
XI. B. Moeran, "Japanese Advertising Nature — Ecology,
Women, Fashion and Art," 195-217.
This interesting paper discusses the frequent use of the juxtaposition of women and nature in Japanese advertising. Moeran
comments that women are the major targets of advertising in
Japan. So it is only to be expected that they would feature more
prominently in advertising. He also notes that nature is a symbol
of Japan's expanding economy and capabilities. So this advertising comes to represent exploitation and Japanese expansion even
as it glorifies nature.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/ccr/vol40/iss40/14

4

King: Ole Bruun and Arne Kalland, eds. <em>Asian Perceptions of Nature<
127

XII. A. Kalland, "Culture in Japanese Nature," 218-33.
Kalland goes somewhat deeper than Moeran into the position
of nature in Japanese culture. The author firmly disagrees that
Japanese culture is particularly reverential towards nature. He
notes that Japan has been ruthless in its exploitation of natural
resources for its own development. Yet nature figures prominently in Japanese art and literature. Kalland argues that nature
in Japanese culture is an abstract ideal, a collection of symbols.
Practicality has always taken precedence. Only those Japanese
who were engaged in occupations which were close to nature,
such as fishermen, tended to be interested in its protection.
XIII. O. Bruun, "Feng-shui and the Chinese Perception of
Nature," 234-49.
Feng-shui is the Chinese term for geomancy. It was used to
determine proper positioning for all manner of human projects.
The ideology of the Peoples' Republic disavowed its use, but it
continues to be practiced on less official levels. Western writers
have remarked on how sympathetic this practice is to the natural
order. According to Bruun, however, Feng-shui is a social discourse rooted in exploitation of natural resources. Feng-shui
operates on the border between nature and culture, and it emphasizes that nature is viewed in the context of its usefulness to
humans.
XIV. Wang Qingyu and Yang Jinwei, "A Comparative Study on
Du Fu's and Beethoven's Views of Nature," 250-7.
Du Fu is less known to the average Westerner than
Beethoven; this Tang dynasty writer is considered by many to be
the greatest poet in Chinese. Like many Chinese poets of this
period, Du Fu represents human feelings in natural terms. To the
authors this suggests that Du Fu considers nature to be an impersonal and communal entity. Beethoven, by contrast, sees nature
as a reflection of God and viewed it in personal terms. The
authors consider this distinction a basic one between Chinese and
European civilization.
Concluding remarks:
It is refreshing that most of the papers in this volume refrain
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from idealized accounts of the great love Asians evince for their
land. Clearly the fact of Asia's great environmental deterioration
must call this into question. Some of this deterioration is
undoubtedly due to the introduction of European methods of agriculture and the need for hard currency, but the roots for it can be
found in many Asian cultures. In Japan and China we can clearly see the ideological groundwork for large-scale environmental
exploitation. Nature is often viewed with regard to its usefulness
to humans; most of these cultures do not seem to class it as a distinct, dichotomized entity from humans as Europe seems to.
In summary, this is an interesting book for readers willing to
cope with a fair amount of specific data. The concerns raised in
it are very timely. The English is passable in most places, though
there are quite a few annoying typographical errors.
William H. King
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